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Abstract
Th is article captures the rich collaboration between Amelia, Louise (two New York 
teaching fellows), and Cecilia, their university liaison. Th e stories these teachers tell 
focus on several themes: Teaching is about relationship built over time with colleagues, 
children, books, ideas. In teaching, the quality of the relationship matters. It is about 
learning to work together as equals. Teaching is about “seeing what is there.” It is about 
building reciprocal relationships. Finally, teaching is learning, asking questions, and 
discovering. It is about transforming bodies of knowledge into a new medium. 
Introduction
Th e teacher preparation programs at Long Island University (LIU), Brooklyn 
Campus, were redesigned approximately six years ago. Th is shift was fostered by 
the administration and created by faculty. Th e changes are rooted in the belief that 
teaching is intellectual and transformative work. Th e assumption is that an inquiry 
stance must permeate the daily acts of teaching (Espinosa, Kesson, Vereline, 2006). 
At the core of the philosophical basis of this program is the belief that teachers need 
to raise their own questions and have time to pursue them in the company of others 
(Traugh, 2000 and 2002). Th rough this inquiry stance, teacher educators can “stop 
looking for the best method of teacher education, and start responding to teachers 
as persons with unique needs and abilities” (NcNergney, 1980, p. 234). It is through 
their own questions and reﬂ ections that teachers achieve a deeper understanding about 
the relationship between their actions and their beliefs about teaching and learning 
(Zeichner and Liston, 1987). 
44
Teachers’ beginning professional experiences can be quite challenging. Intrator 
(2006) states that “making peace with the uncertainty of teaching is no easy task” (p. 
233). Teacher development can be best seen in the way novice teachers respond to the 
complex and contextualized nature of teaching (Ng and Th omas, 2007). Th e role of the 
mentor is to help the new teacher develop her own answers to questions (Pedro, 2006). 
As all learning is, learning to become a teacher is also socially constructed and comes 
about through dialogue (Putnam and Borko, 2000).
Th e teacher education program at LIU is also based on the belief that teaching is 
intellectual, ethical, and political work (Ayers, 2006; Freire, 1970) and that caring is at 
the very core of a quality education (Lumpkin, 2007). Beginning urban teachers can 
create caring spaces to protect authentic learning by being responsive to their students’ 
lived experiences while they learn to negotiate the system (Gay, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 
1994). It matters that beginning teachers foster relationships with their students 
(Intrator, 2006). To know a student is to “oppose the manipulative reduction of their 
lives into neatly labeled packages” (Ayers, 2006, p. 273). It is possible for new teachers 
to view curriculum making as an “educational experience jointly created by students and 
teachers” (Clayton, 2007, p. 418), rather than as a document created by “experts” far 
removed from the classroom. 
Th e study described here is part of a larger study funded by the New York State 
Department of Education. It focuses on the support work of the liaisons and seminar, as 
structured by the New York City Teaching Fellows Program at LIU, provided for ﬁ rst-
year teachers. 
Th e organization of the seminar has evolved over time. At the time of this study it 
met twice a month as a yearlong seminar. Th e seminar is a place where each liaison reads 
professional books with a group of ﬁ ve to ten teaching Fellows. Th ey read a variety of 
books such as Ayers’ (2001) book To Teach and Kucer and colleagues’ (1995) Curricular 
Conversations. In the seminar, they also describe and listen to each other’s experiences in 
their classrooms and schools. Th ese conversations provide support for the intellectual, 
emotional, and physical struggles of their ﬁ rst year of teaching. Th ey share strategies, 
curriculum ideas, make connections to other courses, navigate the bureaucracy of the 
New York City Department of Education, and most importantly, provide context for the 
daily lives of the teachers. Th e liaison visits the teachers’ classrooms at least once a month 
to observe their teaching and provide feedback. Th e liaison serves as a mentor/coach/
caring and critical friend, depending on the needs of the teacher at the particular time.
Theoretical Framework for Approach 
Th is work is framed by Freire’s perspective on dialogue and DeStigter’s (1998) 
interpretation of Dewey’s ideas about democracy and “aﬀ ective relationships in mind,” 
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where “the concepts of ‘self,’ ‘other,’ and ‘action’ are mutually dependent in working 
toward his democratic ideals” (p. 274). Freire (1970) states that, “Human beings are 
not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reﬂ ection” (p. 69). In dialogue, one 
person does not deposit ideas in another person. Dialogue, Freire adds, is an “act of 
creation” (p. 70). True dialoguers do not impose their own interpretation of the world on 
others, but rather dialogue with others about each other’s views of the world. According 
to Freire, our views of the world reﬂ ect our situation in the world. It is only through 
dialogue that we can inﬂ uence each other’s perspective, allowing for new ideas to surface. 
When teachers and university researchers engage in dialogue, they are able to understand 
each other’s context and work at a deeper and more complex level; thus, they are able to 
create more powerful learning environments (Espinosa, 2004).
According to DeStigter, Dewey advocates for the kinds of relationships where 
diversity is not a threat. For Dewey, when members in a democratic community are 
involved in meaningful and signiﬁ cant participation, this requires “nothing less than that 
socialization of mind which is actively concerned in breaking down the barriers of social 
stratiﬁ cation which make individuals impervious to the interests of others” (1916/1985, 
p. 127). In other words, Dewey talks about the need to develop intelligent sympathy. It is 
only when we truly care for the other that a democratic community can be formed. It is 
through these caring relationships that individuals participate in a manner in which they 
can encourage themselves and others to grow. According to Dewey, intelligence is put 
forth into action only when the individual, the other, and their action depend on each 
other to carry out those principles of democracy. It is when we create situations where 
people can develop among one another connections through which they can exercise 
their intelligent sympathy as they aim to carry out a social action. Th is is how truly 
democratic communities are formed, Dewey argues (Espinosa, 2004).
Method
Research Questions
Th e questions that guided this study were as follows: What could be learned about 
ﬁ rst-year teaching, the ways the university liaisons worked with individual fellows, and 
the place of the seminar in the growth of the new teachers? What ideas could university 
teacher educators generate about ways of supporting ﬁ rst-year teachers more strongly and 
fully? What does good support look like in alternative programs? 
Participants 
Th e study we describe here is part of a larger study at LIU in which ﬁ ve university liaisons 
and six teaching fellows participated. In this particular paper we focus on the work of 
one liaison (Cecilia) and two ﬁ rst-year teaching fellows (Amelia and Louise). Amelia and 
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Louise are Anglo and Cecilia is Latina. Both Amelia and Louise were teachers of English 
as a second language in two diﬀ erent K–ﬁ fth grade urban elementary schools in New York 
City. Part of Cecilia’s responsibility as a university faculty was the supervision of ﬁ rst-
year teaching fellows. Th e participants were selected on a voluntary basis. Once the ﬁ ve 
university liaisons agreed to participate in the research project, they were asked to invite a 
student teacher. Given the quality of the relationship developed throughout the year among 
Amelia, Cecilia, and Louise, Cecilia asked if she could invite both teachers to participate. 
Explanations were given to participants about the project’s vision during an introductory 
meeting. Th e research group was guided by Linda Vereline, Cecelia Traugh, and Jessica 
Trubek. Its purpose was to examine the ﬁ rst-year experiences of the teaching fellows by 
studying their journals of their ﬁ rst year of teaching and interviewing the participants. 
Data
Th e teachers were asked to keep a journal about their experience throughout the school 
year. Th ey were free to write about anything that related to their ﬁ rst-year experience 
and also to make connections to the readings related to any of their course work and in 
particular to readings from the seminar. In the case of Amelia and Louise, their journals 
were dialogic, that is, Cecilia also wrote back to them. Th e number of entries per week 
varied between three and ﬁ ve. Copies of each journal entry were made and distributed to 
all study participants.
For the purposes of studying and analyzing the data, two groups were created, one 
was composed of ﬁ rst-year fellows and the other one was composed of university liaisons. 
Each group met twice, once to study materials written in the fall 2004 semester, and once 
to study the materials written in the spring 2005 semester. Each one of these meetings 
was tape recorded and transcribed. Each participant received sets of all the transcripts. 
A variation of the descriptive review inquiry process was utilized to code the data by 
noting threads, themes, ideas, and issues that emerged in the reading of these documents 
(Himley, 2002; Traugh, 2000). Th is phenomenological process, according to Himley, is a 
method of knowing which “involves immersion and direct observation of a small number 
of instances over extended periods of time within their natural setting” (p. 128). As each 
piece was read, the group asked: What are our overall impressions? What ideas stood 
out to us as we read? What threads are under the surface? Each group read each journal 
separately and with pen in hand. After noting overall impressions and sharing them, we 
began to look for threads, issues, patterns that emerged. Guided by Linda Vereline, we 
took several rounds to delve deeper in our descriptions. A key question she asked us to 
keep in mind was, “From the perspective of a ﬁ rst-year teacher, what seems important? 
What patterns emerge?” Th e overall standard for this inquiry process is that of being 
descriptive and mindful of the children and teachers who are discussed in the journals.
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Th e two groups met during the summer 2005 to pull the study together and 
plan on how the individual pieces would be written. At this meeting we decided to 
conduct further interviews. Th ese interviews, in which the liaisons and student teachers 
participated together, were conducted by one of the study leaders. In the case of Amelia, 
Cecilia, and Louise, Cecelia Traugh conducted the interview. Th e transcribed interviews 
were distributed to participants. What follows is the narrative dialogue Cecilia, Louise, 
and Amelia, with the help of Cecelia Traugh, constructed from the data. We begin by 
sharing our beginnings. We continue by discussing the ways in which the teachers learn 
to develop units of study, and we end our stories with a description of the dialogue that 
the classroom observations generated. 
Beginnings
Louise
My ﬁ rst vivid memory of being a New York City public school teacher (or urban 
educator, as I glamorized the position) was standing outside the door of what would be 
my classroom. It was the ﬁ rst day that the teachers were back in the building, a week 
before the students would arrive. Th e door was locked, with no key in sight, though 
someone assured me that a janitor would meet me there. I stood on my tiptoes and 
peeked through a small window into what seemed like an even smaller room, full of 
blinding sunlight. Even without movement in the room, dust was swirling around in the 
early morning light. Th ere was nowhere to walk, for the entire ﬂ oor was covered with 
piled boxes. Unaware of what the next few weeks held in store for me, I felt excitement, 
thinking, “My God, I have a classroom! In New York! Th is is an unexpected turn in my 
life.” Just weeks ago I had been working as a bartender and living what in retrospect 
turned out to be a pretty easy existence. My feelings of being an imposter made this 
moment feel like a dream, distant and separate from my familiar life.
 Th e next few weeks were full of cleaning, throwing away, and dealing with the 
paperwork that rolled in. I attempted to gather clues as to what my responsibilities were 
from an overﬂ owing ﬁ ling cabinet. A regional meeting instructing me in my duties as 
an ESL teacher and liaison bordered on comical in its incomprehensibility. As the only 
ESL teacher at the school, I was a liaison by default. Th e responsibilities of this position 
are huge: creating data proﬁ les for every ESL student, testing, and meeting deadlines, 
retrieving reports from the public school computer system, determining eligibility, and 
doing many other tasks that were foreign to me and everyone else at my school. Figuring 
out everything I needed to do was like putting together a jigsaw puzzle with pieces 
hidden all over the school. I would make lists of questions and take them to my regional 
supervisor. Students were a blur of identiﬁ cation numbers, mandated minutes, and 
proﬁ ciency levels. Th e acronyms that were thrown around were hard to keep up with: 
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the NYSESLAT, the LAB-R, CTB, ELA, and dozens of ATS reports, each of which held 
yet another code. When the mentor from the city visited me, the language she used was 
equally foreign. I had a nightmare one night that I was some sort of human computer 
charting children’s test scores, reading levels, and home language codes. 
Th is was the scene Cecilia walked into one morning a few weeks into the school year. 
She was a mentor assigned through the university and completely independent of the 
school system. On her ﬁ rst visit, Cecilia pulled me away from the paperwork, materials, 
and testing that had been my life in the school system to date. We started talking 
about the kids. What would I do with them on the ﬁ rst day? How would I assess them, 
group them? I remembered that there were actually going to be warm-blooded children 
involved in the job. It was a relief to be reminded of that, but also a jolt. What would I 
do with the children? 
Cecilia and I came up with a game plan that afternoon that in many ways aﬀ ected 
the whole of my ﬁ rst year. When I ﬁ rst met my students, I was clear about what I wanted 
to know about them and conﬁ dent in my own role. Th at clarity set a tone, and my ESL 
class was, for the most part, a planned and structured environment, where it might have 
been chaos. Cecilia brought the most human and pragmatic advice within the bizarre 
training that had taken place to that date. Within minutes of talking to her, a calmness 
swept over me. Th rough our conversation I realized that teaching is fundamentally about 
interaction, and the rest is just necessary complication. It was a critical moment the ﬁ rst 
time I sat down with Cecilia, because it was the moment I split oﬀ  from the bureaucratic 
paperwork and really started thinking about teaching. Although both of those elements 
would be part of my job that ﬁ rst year, Cecilia’s role as my liaison was to guide me in the 
more important of the two.
Cecilia
When I was asked by Cecelia Traugh to come to New York and work with New York 
City teaching fellows, I knew the Fellows Program that Long Island University had put 
in place was a carefully crafted plan designed to give the New York City fellows/students 
individualized attention and the opportunity to work with professors over an extended 
period of time. As a new professor in this program, my responsibilities included working 
with ﬁ ve student teachers for the entire school year by visiting their classrooms and 
holding a seminar on campus with them every other week.
I knew from the start that this situation would permit me to get to know my student 
teachers in ways that a one-semester experience would never allow me. I would have 
opportunities throughout an entire year to spend time observing and documenting their 
work with children in their classrooms and to bring these observations for dialogue 
during our seminar meetings. I would also have the opportunity to build a deep 
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relationship with each one of them and also help them build stronger bonds with each 
other as colleagues.
Amelia
From the onset, Cecilia was very personable and open, which created an amazing 
opportunity for inquiry and guidance. I can remember about a week before classes at 
our university began, I received a phone message at home from Cecilia, telling me who 
she was, and where and when our seminar group would meet. At the end of her message 
she left her phone number, in case I had any questions. What? Where was the computer-
generated card that told me where I was to report? In the midst of the bureaucracy of 
New York City public schools and university life, I was given a glimmer of hope: there 
was a piece of humanity wrapped up in all the red tape that I could grasp onto. And she 
would be my mentor. 
Cecilia has a quality in relating with others that assumes no position of power. From 
the start, we student teachers were treated as full professionals, who just needed a little 
guidance. Something about this supportive, respectful attitude created a small haven of 
safety where I was able to fully express and explore my doubts and questions, without 
fear of being “found out.” In fact, every doubt or question was graciously accepted, 
acknowledged, and craftily transformed into a possibility. 
Cecilia
At the start, I was struck by the wealth of experiences the ﬁ ve fellows to whom I was 
assigned brought with them. Th ey brought to teaching the experiences they had in other 
professions. Most of them had lived and volunteered in other countries. Most of them 
spoke other languages in addition to English. 
As I began visiting their classrooms and getting to know them, I thought about 
ways I could best support them in their ﬁ rst year of teaching. I was fascinated with 
their questions. It was refreshing to hear them in the context of the political climate in 
education. I noticed that these questions were profound and cut straight to deep issues 
in education. Th ey asked about things that most of us educators never stop to question 
and yet know don’t make much sense. In contrast, everything these student teachers were 
experiencing in their schools was brand new. Th erefore, they couldn’t take anything for 
granted. Amelia’s and Louise’s questions were revitalizing.
Amelia
I can remember early on when she visited my classroom. I was totally overwhelmed 
with having to organize the entire ESL program for my school, administer a test to all 
of the new arrivals who spoke another language at home, ﬁ gure out how to arrange the 
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classroom furniture in my postage-stamp-sized classroom, and develop a curriculum for 
my arriving students. With all of these worries whirling in my head, my eyes landed on a 
really ugly book; it was poorly illustrated, with highly controlled writing, and contained 
no elements of story. I turned to her, feeling totally frustrated, and asked, “And what am 
I supposed to teach my students with this?” Cecilia could have easily lamented about 
the poorly chosen books that lined my shelves or even tried to justify how they would 
work in the classroom. But she didn’t. She did what any good teacher does: She listened 
carefully to me and then asked me questions. She asked me enough questions to lead 
me to my own conclusions about what good children’s literature could be. Th en, at that 
point where my thinking could be extended no further without assistance, she jumped 
into the conversation as my professional peer and oﬀ ered me her experience. She told me 
that there was a large selection of beautiful predictable books available, and I shouldn’t 
worry, because until I got them in my own classroom, I could always ﬁ nd them in the 
library. Th e next week we met at the public library and discussed how to use patterned 
books for rich lessons to teach my ESL kindergartners. Cecilia carefully guided me from 
a place of worry and doubt into a more exciting realm of possibility and hope. 
Cecilia
Th rough her questions Amelia let me know who she was as a thinker, and from the 
beginning, I knew there was a lot to work with in terms of helping her see possibilities 
in her teaching. On one of my ﬁ rst visits to her classroom, she wanted to know why 
the easy-to-read books she had found were about nothing. She wondered what a 
teacher would do with them if they had little content. She brought to this question her 
own experiences as a reader. She expected books to have meaning and the story to be 
captivating. She not only invited me to dialogue with her about my passion for children’s 
books, but she was willing to spend time at the library exploring the richness of children’s 
literature and exploring possibilities of how to use books in the classroom with her ESL 
students. Once Amelia encountered predictable books such as Hattie and the Fox (1992) 
and Witch, Witch, Come to My Party (1991), she worked tirelessly to create opportunities 
for her ESL students to learn English by hearing language that was predictable and at the 
same time rich. 
In the next section, we describe our experiences with learning to develop units of 
study in the classroom. 
Units in the Classroom
Cecilia
Learning to develop studies that span several days and/or weeks takes time. Once the 
ﬁ rst-year teachers began working with the children, a question arose: “What can I do 
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tomorrow?” Th e question revealed the tension that comes from feeling uncertain and 
disjointed, from viewing teaching more as isolated activities instead of as part of an 
interconnected whole. Th eir planning included very little work that connected from one 
day to the next. 
Each student teacher I had was very capable and brought with her a wealth of 
knowledge and experiences. I hoped they would learn to teach not only from what they 
knew best, but also from a theme they felt passionate about. Amelia, for example, is an 
artist and a journalist. Th rough her knowledge, she could invite the children to meet 
others who, like Calder the American sculptor, followed their passion. 
Amelia
Cecilia was instrumental in teaching me the importance of thematic units, both as an 
opportunity for exciting curriculum and ground for consistent conversation that second-
language learners can build upon. I realized how engaged the students became when ESL 
became an investigation into something or the creation of a larger project. One lesson led 
into the next rather than being a series of isolated lessons. 
I taught an after-school program for ESL students that integrated math and literacy 
with the arts. Instead of just teaching students what weight is, we learned through an 
investigation of Alexander Calder’s mobiles. We observed his mobiles, looked at videos, and 
discussed what he did and how he did it. Th en the students applied what they learned to 
creating their own sculptures. Th ey came up with designs and developed plans before ﬁ nally 
building some amazing structures. I don’t know if they would have wanted to come to after 
school if it had been, “Today we’re going to start talking about what pounds are.” 
I learned that thematic units allow for more experiential learning, which is what all 
children thrive on. During the Calder unit the students were hypothesizing about what 
weighs ﬁ ve pounds. One boy suggested a goldﬁ sh. When he said this to me, I suddenly 
realized that students’ experiences are not always there, and I need to oﬀ er them those 
experiences. So we weighed things and held things. I think that it was especially great for 
the students because it was almost like a club. People would walk by our classroom and 
ask, “What are you doing?” Th ey would explain what we were doing. “We’re studying 
Calder, and we’re making sculptures.” Th ey belonged to this greater investigation that 
kept them engaged. 
Another project that Cecilia encouraged me to pursue was making a magazine with 
my third-, fourth-, and ﬁ fth-grade students. In the beginning of the year, I didn’t have 
an understanding of carrying children through an idea over a long period of time. I 
was always looking for quick ﬁ xes. For example, my students didn’t know how to ask 
questions. However, teaching my ESL students the question form as a single lesson in 
isolation didn’t work because the question form by itself carried no purpose or reason. 
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I decided they needed to interview someone in the school. What started out as an 
interview project blossomed into making a magazine and investigating what magazines 
are. Th e students had little notebooks they carried around. Th ey became rather engaged 
in the project, which I believe not only gave them an opportunity to learn more about 
reading and writing but also altered their experience in the ESL classroom. In September, 
the students didn’t want to be in ESL because they felt it was an insult. By June, many 
of the students began to see that learning a second language could be an enriching 
experience. One girl told me that she didn’t want to test out of ESL. “I loved it this year,” 
she said. “We got to make a magazine, and I’ll always remember the magazine.” 
I love teaching kids to be readers, but I think that’s only one aspect of learning. My own 
experience in public schools was always about transforming what you read or learned into a 
physical project. Th ematic units gave me the space in my teaching practice to give my own 
students the opportunity to transform what they learned into a new medium.
Cecilia
As she describes, Amelia learned to put together a plan that spanned several weeks, 
and this allowed her to see that not only were the children more engaged, but their 
possibilities to acquire the English language were also enlarged. Over time in the Calder 
study, Amelia and the children were able to use the vocabulary related to this unit with 
real purpose. It was fascinating to observe how the children’s talk about Calder’s work 
evolved over time because they were able to deeply explore this idea. 
Th e place for the teaching of grammar for young second-language learners became an 
issue we visited often throughout the year. One day Amelia commented to me with some 
sense of frustration that her students didn’t know how to ask questions. Th ey would say, 
“I go to the bathroom?” instead of, “May I go to the bathroom?” She was planning on 
doing a lesson on how to ask questions. I remember reminding her that isolated lessons 
might not have a very profound eﬀ ect on the children as thinkers and doers. We talked 
about bringing her experiences as a journalist into the classroom, and the possibility of 
engaging the children in a study of magazines. She asked me a lot of questions about 
what such a study might look like. “Journalists ask lots of questions,” I reminded her 
and added, “Not only do they ask lots of them, they also ask good questions.” We 
decided that she would begin by asking the children to choose one person in the school 
to interview, and with Amelia’s help, develop the questions. Th e children struggled for 
several days to come up with questions that would get a person to talk extensively. Th ey 
practiced interviewing each other and also studied the interviews done by professional 
journalists. Th rough this engagement, Amelia integrated the teaching of grammar. 
We also developed plans for other possibilities; for example, bringing in magazines 
that were appropriate for the children and asking them to study what is in them. Th e 
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children named each section, and with Amelia’s help, created charts of the components of 
a magazine. Th ey studied particular sections to see how the authors had composed them. 
Amelia shared with the children her experiences as a journalist in Italy. With Amelia’s 
help, they each chose topics to write about. 
Th e children and Amelia worked tirelessly for weeks on this project, which at times 
became hard to manage. Yet, it was ﬁ lled with possibilities. Not only did the children 
learn to ask good questions and through this improve their knowledge of English, but 
each child also wrote draft after draft of his or her particular article. In the end, they 
composed a magazine that was ﬁ lled with fascinating interviews about people from the 
school, articles about topics of interest around school issues, advertisements, comics, 
jokes, games, etc.
Th rough this project, the children grew tremendously in their identities as journalists 
and writers. Th ey learned about the power of literacy to explore issues that matter to 
them, and the power of one’s writing to aﬀ ect change. For example, a child wrote about 
racism, another wrote about litter. Th ey learned about important issues that surround 
their worlds by engaging in a project that had a real purpose. Amelia was still a new 
teacher who had a lot to learn about teaching and learning, but because Amelia was 
teaching from what she knew and had passion for, she was standing on stronger ground. 
In the next section, we describe our experiences during classroom observations and 
the conversations that took place as a result of these observations.
Observations and Conversations
Cecilia
One of my favorite responsibilities as a mentor was visiting the ﬁ rst-year teachers’ 
classrooms. After each visit, we would have a post-observation conference. At home, I 
would compose a narrative. At LIU the emphasis was on description, on seeing what was 
there, not on judging or evaluating. Th is expectation allowed us (mentors) to write reports 
ﬁ lled with rich detail, reports that gave our perspective and served as mirrors for the student 
teacher to see themselves and view the actions of the children during that time.
Louise
Cecilia came to observe every month. I loved it because those classes seemed to go much 
better than the others. Maybe the children behaved better with another adult in the room, 
or maybe it was I who behaved better knowing everything I said was being documented. 
Another possibility is that the classes did not really go any diﬀ erently than the ones without 
Cecilia, but she made me feel like such an amazing teacher in our debrieﬁ ngs, and I 
believed her. Her comments made me feel as if every single thing I was doing was unique 
and insightful, and that I was oﬀ ering something to the children that they might not be 
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getting in other classes. Th is was in stark contrast to what I felt before she came to visit: 
Th at it was a shame the kids were mandated to spend 360 minutes a week with me because 
that time would be much more productively spent with an experienced teacher.
Cecilia acknowledged elements of my teaching that would never be commended 
by a school administrator. She did not care that I didn’t have a literacy skill attached to 
every lesson; instead she was impressed by how content-rich my topics were. She didn’t 
frown on my lack of control over the children’s outbursts; instead she thought I was 
giving them a huge gift in speaking freely in the classroom. She was so supportive that 
my ﬁ rst instinct was distrust. I thought, “Is she being honest with me, or is she paid to 
advocate for me unconditionally?” It turned out that Cecilia’s advocacy was genuine. Her 
encouragement was based on the fact that she really did believe in me. 
Th e transcripts of my lessons that she painstakingly wrote after every observation 
were integral to my conﬁ dence. I was so ﬂ ustered in the classroom that after most 
lessons I had no idea what had transpired. I was just happy I’d made it through one 
period without any major catastrophes. When I sat down to read Cecilia’s observations, 
it was like seeing a stranger in action. It pleased me to no end to read about that “quiet 
ﬁ rmness” in my voice when a child was acting out, or to ﬁ nd out for the ﬁ rst time that 
my relationship with a certain student had improved. I simply could not notice or believe 
the positive things about my teaching until I saw them in writing.
Th ere were other things she could see in my lessons that I could not. It had always 
been a major goal of mine to foster knowledge and pride in my students’ native cultures. 
When we were learning about the Chinese New Year, I tried to get my one Chinese 
student to show oﬀ  her knowledge and her language, shining a spotlight on a very shy 
child. My attempts failed miserably, and for much of the lesson I was successful only in 
embarrassing her. I felt terrible that my good intentions had proved so detrimental, and 
it was the ﬁ rst thing I said to Cecilia after the students had left. Cecilia knew what I was 
referring to but disagreed as to my failure. “Didn’t you see how she grew more conﬁ dent 
throughout the lesson, and how she began to teach the other students at her table 
when they were trying to write in Chinese characters? She even said ‘Happy New Year’ 
in Chinese by the end of the class. You really did an amazing thing for her.” Not until 
Cecilia emphasized this did I remember that all of those things had actually happened, 
and I felt my own pride that I had caused such a small but important occurrence.
Cecilia
It is very easy for newcomers into a profession to question capabilities, to pay more 
attention to what is not there rather than to what is there. Th ese new teachers were in a 
vulnerable space. Th ey were not only new to teaching, but also they weren’t apprenticing 
it in the traditional way. Still, I wanted them to develop the habit of dancing with 
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the children (Dyson, 1986) by listening carefully to what kids have to say, observing 
closely their actions, and noticing what children are doing. Th is was the only way I 
could help them become more responsive practitioners. On one particular day during 
the Calder study, Amelia was struggling with what a classroom should look like when 
kids are learning. A set of new questions for her was: When are kids really learning in 
the classroom? Does the classroom have to be silent and the teacher in charge pouring 
knowledge into the children’s minds for true learning to take place? How could she make 
sure that the children were learning if she wasn’t the one imparting the knowledge? 
As I observed the children in their discussion about Calder’s work, I noticed that 
the children were deeply engaged with the work. Th rough their hands-on projects, they 
had enriched their experiences as artists, mathematicians, and literate individuals. Th e 
children’s construction of meaning would have lost all its power if Amelia had taken 
charge of whose turn it was to talk. Th is tension returned often to our conversations. 
Amelia never hesitated to explore new possibilities that challenged the teacher’s 
traditional role of being in front of the class delivering all the knowledge.
I remember observing in Louise’s classroom on the day she was studying Chinese New 
Year with her children. During this class session, the children had opportunities to connect 
to their prior knowledge about celebrations. Th ey read a book about this celebration 
that opened new windows of understanding. Th roughout the reading Louise helped 
them conﬁ rm or change their predictions. As she read the book, they took notes in their 
notebooks as any good researcher would do. When it was time to compose their piece, they 
conferenced with one another, helping each other revise and edit their work. Louise did 
several demonstrations and conferenced with the children. Th ey tried their hand at writing 
a card in Chinese characters that said “Happy New Year,” using a paintbrush and the ink 
in ways used by a traditional writer in Chinese. Th roughout this time, I observed with 
fascination not only how the children became even more respectful of this culture but also 
how one child became even more proud of her own cultural background.
Final Thoughts
Th e work discussed in this piece is framed by Freire’s ideas of dialogue and Dewey’s ideas 
of democracy. Th is frame allows us to see a way of working with new teachers that enacts 
some powerful ideas about teaching itself. One is that “teaching is about relationship” 
(Kallet, 1995; Rinaldi, 2001). Th e stories these teachers tell illustrate how this idea came to 
life in their work together. Th ey based relationships they developed on values: working to 
know each other and children as persons; working together as equals and not asserting one’s 
power of role; viewing each other as ﬁ lled with possibilities and not as empty vessels. 
A second large idea is the value of seeing what is there (Williams, 2001). What 
happens when a teacher has the opportunity to see herself and her work with children 
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reﬂ ected back descriptively in writing? Th e reciprocal relationship of being seen so you 
can, in turn, see — yourself, children, your work — is illustrated in this piece, as are 
the links between this stance and the development of educators who are responsive to 
children’s educational needs. 
Th e idea of transformation is a third strand weaving through this piece. Learning is 
a kind of transformation if it goes beyond rote, and this piece illustrates ways learning 
to teach becomes a kind of transformation. Problems and concerns are named and used 
as the beginning points for charting courses of action and even for ﬁ nding grounds for 
hope. Discovering that some materials in a classroom are useless becomes the starting 
point for developing projects based on content that matters. What you know and are 
learning is transformed into a new medium, that of teaching. Amelia and Louise brought 
much of value with them to their new work as teachers; they learned much of value in 
their university course work. In this piece, these educators tell us how they learned to 
transform these bodies of knowledge into forms useful for them in their classrooms and 
their work with children. 
Relationship, being seen and known, transformation — three large ideas that can 
be part of the education of new teachers and about which we learn much through the 
particular descriptions of Amelia, Cecilia, and Louise.  
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